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Introduction
At its core, advocacy consists of carrying a personalized message sup-
porting a specific cause or policy change to the people who make or im-
plement those policies. Within NAADAC, the Association for Addiction 
Professionals, advocacy begins with individual members who share the 
desire to shape a public policy agenda that meets the demands of the 
professional workforce and assists other addiction counselors, social 
workers, nurses, psychologists and other addiction treatment, preven-
tion, intervention and recovery support professionals. 

NAADAC is a member driven organization that represents the in-
terests of addiction professionals and those they serve. The Govern-
ment Relations division of NAADAC helps facilitate communication 
between NAADAC members and all facets of the federal government 
regarding behavioral health issues and legislative objectives. Mem-
bers serve as advocates and educators and policy partners, helping 
decision-makers understand who we are, what we know and what 
we do. The Government Relations Department works hard to en-
sure that NAADAC’s voice is recognized - not because it is loudest, 
but because it is well informed. 

The NAADAC staff is well trained and qualified to meet with leg-
islative members at the local, state and national level. It also works 
arduously to develop partnerships and coalitions to promote the 
issues currently affecting addiction professionals. By highlighting 
addiction issues, the Government Relations department strives to 
make these concerns a top priority to policymakers. All of these 
education efforts revolve around NAADAC’s vision, which states, 
“NAADAC is the premier global organization of addiction-focused 
professionals who enhance the health and recovery of individuals, 
families and communities.”

NAADAC is in constant communication with members of Con-
gress, federal agencies and other prevention and treatment organi-
zations, such as the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (SAMHSA), National Institute of Alcohol and Alco-
holism (NIAAA), the National Institute of Drug Abuse (NIDA) and 
the Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP). Through these 
efforts, the association helps your voice to be heard effectively on 
Capitol Hill. 

NAADAC’s Public Policy Goals
Each year NAADAC reevaluates its focus and legislative goals. NAA-
DAC’s Public Policy vision highlights several of the major challenges 
and issues NAADAC is addressing with lawmakers and how we be-
lieve these challenges can be best met based on previous successes 
and failures. 
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NAADAC’s first mission is to continue educating policymakers 
and the general public about the need for the valuable work of the 
addiction professional, challenges facing the clients we serve and 
the importance of prevention and treatment. NAADAC works to dis-
pel the myths and discrimination surrounding the disease of addic-
tion by promoting the following facts:
•	 Alcohol,	tobacco,	and	other	drug	disorders	are	America’s	number	

one public health problem; they require a serious, consistent and 
continuous public health response.

•	 Prevention	and	treatment	are	effective.
•	 Substance	use	disorders	are	a	treatable	brain	disorder.
•	 Patients	must	receive	high	quality	alcohol	and	drug	services	and	

the public must be protected. 
•	 Addiction	counselors	must	adhere	to	strict	standards	of	training,	

certification and ethics.
•	 Every	American	should	have	healthcare	coverage,	which	includes	

access to alcohol and drug services. 

In addition, NAADAC members and staff regularly meet with 
policymakers to educate them on the state of the profession and 
gain support for various legislative initiatives. Currently, there are 
a multitude of addictions or addictions-related issues that are ac-
tive in Congress. Each issue is in varying stages of the legislative the 
process, but requires the same amount of constant attention and 
support. The following are some of the priority policy issues that 
NAADAC is moving forward for our members:
•	 Ensuring	 that	 both	 health	 care	 reform	 and	 insurance	 parity	 for	

substance use disorders are fairly and effectively implemented, 
and

•	 Growing	and	developing	the	addiction	professional	workforce	in	
the 21st century, and

•	 Increasing	 federal	 and	 state	 funding	 levels	 for	 addiction	 treat-
ment.

•	 Prevention	and	recovery	support.
These issues are extremely important to NAADAC and consume 

a great deal of time from our dedicated team based in Alexandria, 
Virginia. The central mission of your Government Relations depart-
ment is to promote these issues and get your voice heard on Capitol 
Hill. 

In addition to direct communication with government officials, 
the NAADAC Government Relations staff is here to assist you in be-
coming an advocate. You, the stakeholder, are an essential compo-
nent in shaping America and affecting public policy for all addic-
tion professionals. The following information provides step-by-step 
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guidelines on how to become involved in improving the addiction 
profession by contacting legislators, overseeing how federal dollars 
are spent and securing the future of the addiction workforce. 

The Importance of Effective Advocacy
A central component of advocacy is to educate your public offi-
cials for or against a specific cause important to you. Through this 
method, you are able to provide information to your legislators on 
how the issue will impact the people they are elected to serve. In 
turn, they will use the information to determine their position on a 
current issue of importance. Advocacy is a vital part of our legisla-
tive system and represents the best way citizens, short of voting, can 
impact legislation. This is one of the true pillars that the “American 
Dream” was built upon. Done correctly, it is one of the most power-
ful tools used to facilitate change. With 8,000 members across the 
nation, you are not alone. 

While advocacy may seem intimidating, as an informed member 
of NAADAC you have the knowledge and experience to educate your 
representatives about addictions issues. 

Advocacy does not require a full-time commitment to be effec-
tive. Whether you choose to express your opinion as a constituent 
by sending an email, faxing a message, making a phone call or meet-
ing with your representative in person, each action will help make 
your vision a reality. Any amount or combination of these methods 
contributes to getting your voice heard and takes us one step closer 
to achieving our goals as addiction professionals. 

Your time invested in advocacy can be shortened if you utilize the 
resources available to you as a member of NAADAC. The Govern-
ment Relations Department is able to assist you with the legwork 
of advocacy. As a part of your membership services, we can arrange 
appointments, research your issue, and locate your representatives. 
Our office and staff are open to you and can easily be reached by 
calling 800.548.0497 Monday to Friday from 9 am to 5 pm (EST). The 
Government Relations Department is available to promptly provide 
you with the contact information for your federal representatives, 
supply you with current updates concerning legislation important 
to you, as well as NAADAC’s official position on the issue. We have 
an extensive list of documents we can fax, mail or email to you, in-
cluding position papers, the current year’s policy agenda and vision 
statements. Some of these documents are available online on NAA-
DAC’s website at www.naadac.org.

One simple way for members to participate is to sign up for our 
electronic Legislative Action Network (eLAN) to receive email up-
dates on legislative policy information directly from NAADAC. You 
can learn more about eLAN by visiting NAADAC’s website, www.
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naadac.org/advocacy, or calling our office at 800.548.0497. This in-
formation will help you stay updated on new policy developments 
that impact the addiction profession. 

Structure of the United States Congress
The next step into advocating effectively is to briefly familiarize 
yourself with the United States Congress. As you may already know, 
Congress is divided into two houses: the Senate (the upper chamber) 
and the House of Representatives (the lower chamber). The mem-
bers of each chamber are equally important targets for advocacy, as 
they both vote on legislative issues concerning addiction. 

Congress is the primary focus of NAADAC’s governmental affairs 
efforts since most of the appropriations and authorizing legislation 
for which we advocate are at the federal level. Below are descrip-
tions of each House, as well as relevant information to help in this 
process.

House of Representatives: Consisting of 435 members, each 
Member represents a designated geographical district within their 
state. The number of Representatives per state varies depending 
on population, but always equals 435 in total. They should always 
be addressed as Congressman, Congresswoman, or Representative. 
These men and women serve for two years and often have very close 
ties within the communities they represent due to the relatively 
short term between their election cycles and localized geographical 
dispersion of their constituents. 

Senate: Consisting of a total of 100 members, each state is rep-
resented by two Senators, regardless of population. Senators are 
elected to six-year terms and represent the entire state, not just one 
district like a member of the House of Representatives. 

 
How a Bill Becomes a Law
Below is the process of how a bill generally becomes a law after a 
member of Congress introduces it in either the House or Senate: 

The parliamentarian and leadership of either chamber receives 
the bill and refers it to a committee where the chairperson and their 
respective staff determine which subcommittee – if any – is to re-
ceive it. If a bill is going to “die,” meaning that the bill will not be 
discussed during Committee business and will expire at the conclu-
sion of the two-year Congress, it will usually fail at this level. If the 
committee approves the bill but does not win a vote on the floor of 
the respective chamber, then it is merely referred to as a loss. 

The subcommittee provides the forum where the bill is likely to 
receive its most thorough consideration. The subcommittee may 
also call witnesses to testify for or against it. Witnesses may include 
experts regarding the issue being debated or officials of a federal 
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agency. If a majority of the subcommittee approves, the bill will go 
to the full committee where it must be approved by majority vote 
before it goes to the House or Senate floor.

If the House or the Senate passes the bill, it then is moved to the 
other chamber where it is referred to a committee. If a majority of 
the committee approves, it goes to the floor. Approval on the floor 
means that both the House and Senate have separately cleared the 
bill and conferees from each chamber then are selected to work 
out any necessary compromises or differences between the House 
and Senate on the bill and write a conference report. Final passage 
comes when the House and Senate approve the conference report.

Once passed by Congress, the bill is then sent to the White House 
for presidential action. If the President signs the legislation, it be-
comes law. The first three digits of the signed bill (now called a Pub-
lic Law) denote the acting Congress that approved the bill. There-
fore if a bill is signed into law by the President between January 2009 
and December 2011 (i.e., the 111th Congressional session), the first 
three digits after the term “Public Law” would be 111 -____. Legisla-
tion not considered in a two-year Congress, such as the 111th, does 
not automatically carry over to the next Congress. These bills must 
be reintroduced in the new Congress. 

If the President sends back unsigned legislation to the originating 
chamber and notes his or her objections, the bill has been vetoed. In 
order for Congress to override this veto, making it law without the 
President’s signature, a two-thirds majority must be in favor of the 
legislation. 

For your reference, please see the chart of the Legislative Process 
on the last page of this manual. 

Several Key Staff Members Who Can Assist You
Meeting directly with a Member of Congress can be very difficult 
given their heavy legislative schedules. For this reason, each Con-
gressional office has an extensive staff to meet with constituents 
and filter information to the Member. It is important to recognize 
that meeting with a staffer can be as effective as speaking to the 
Member, since your views will hopefully be repeated to the member 
of Congress in a condensed version. Also, each individual staffer is 
assigned to specific issues, such as health, and educates the Mem-
ber on these issues. 

At times, the staff member you meet with will not be knowledge-
able about the issues you are discussing. This is your opportunity to 
present new information to the Member via their staff and poten-
tially, influence his/her opinion regarding this matter. Your role can 
be to become a resource to your Member’s office and the aide that 



7

works most specifically on addiction issues.
Now that we have established the importance of the Member’s 

staff, it is equally important to know who they are and how to con-
tact them. Each Member has at least two offices, perhaps more, from 
which he or she conducts business - the Washington, D.C., office 
and their district office(s) located in the Member’s home state and/
or district. The Member divides his/her time between the offices. 
Each location plays a key role in relaying your stance on an issue to 
the Member. 

The staff at the Washington, D.C., office is distinctly different 
from the staff at the district office. The Washington, D.C., office 
has a considerably larger staff that mostly monitors legislative is-
sues. The district office(s) are overwhelmingly concerned with spe-
cific constituent issues. If you are unable to travel to Washington, 
D.C., for a meeting with a staffer, discussing your issue with a staff 
member in the district office can be just as effective, since they also 
maintain constant contact with the Representative or Senator. The 
district office is open, even when the Member is operating out of his 
or her Washington, D.C., location. When the Senate or House of Rep-
resentatives is not in session, the Member tends to travel around 
their state or district; therefore, you have a better chance to talk 
with them during this time. Below is a list of the staff members and 
their roles for each office to better assist you in identifying the ap-
propriate person to address your advocacy. 

Washington, D.C., Office:
Chief of Staff: Each member of Congress has a Chief of Staff, some-
times referred to as the Administrative Assistant or AA. This person is 
the highest-ranking staff member in the Washington, D.C., office and 
serves as a consultant to the Member on most issues. The Chief of Staff 
is also the person who is in charge of discerning both political and pub-
lic policy issues. The Chief of Staff oversees all staff and projects involv-
ing the Member. Sometimes, though rare, the Chief of Staff is assigned 
to a particular legislative topic, such as health. In such cases, you will be 
able to schedule an appointment with him or her.

Legislative Director: The Legislative Director, often called the 
LD, is the second highest-ranking staff member in the Washington, 
D.C., Office. While this person is generally assigned his or her own 
legislative topics, he or she is also responsible for overseeing all ar-
eas of legislative activity. The LD frequently speaks directly to the 
Chief of Staff and Member to brief them on current developments, 
meetings, or issues from constituents. It is not very easy to contact 
an LD or schedule an appointment with one of them, due to their 
busy schedules and level of responsibility. Unless the LD is specifi-
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cally assigned to the legislation you want to discuss, you will most 
likely be referred to a Legislative Assistant. 

Legislative Assistant: There are usually several Legislative Assis-
tants, or LAs, assigned to different broad topics of legislation, such 
as environment, health, or labor. For discussing issues related to ad-
dictions, you should ask for the person responsible for health legis-
lation. More often than not, they will refer you to the Health LA. This 
person is relatively easy to contact and will most likely be the target 
of your advocacy. He or she knows the Member’s stance on particu-
lar issues and will be able to relay your interests to the Member. 

Legislative Correspondent: These are usually more junior staff-
ers who do research and write legislative correspondence, conduct 
legislative research and assist Legislative Assistants as needed.

Scheduler: This staff member schedules the Member’s daily ap-
pointments and meetings while he/she is in Washington, D.C. Al-
though the Scheduler does maintain close contact with the Member, 
he/she does not meet with constituents to discuss legislative issues. 
However, if you are determined to meet with the Member directly, 
you should contact his/her Scheduler. This will be the only person, 
short of the Chief of Staff, who can arrange an appointment for the 
Member. 

Staff Assistant: While Staff Assistants have the least contact 
with the Member, they hold a very important role in the Washing-
ton, D.C., office. They are the people who answer the phone, transfer 
your calls to the appropriate person and provide you with helpful 
information regarding your issues. The Staff Assistants usually re-
search specific questions or concerns you may pose, as well as ad-
ministrative tasks such as photocopying and faxing. Even though 
this person is not the ideal candidate to discuss legislative issues, 
they can connect you with the one who is more appropriate to meet 
your needs. Regardless, you should always treat this person, as well 
as all staff members, with a high level of respect and courtesy. 

District Office:
District Director: The District Director is more commonly found with 
members of the House of Representatives than with the Senate. This 
person is in charge of the district office(s). Although they serve a similar 
purpose as the Chief of Staff, they are easier to contact and deal more 
specifically with constituents and special projects while the Member is 
in the district. They have direct access to the Member on a constant ba-
sis and can arrange a meeting with him/her to convey your thoughts on 
an issue. It will be significantly easier to schedule an appointment with 
the District Director than the actual Member, as the District Director 
has more time to meet with you. 
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Scheduler: The duties of the Scheduler in the district office are 
very similar to the Washington, D.C., office. He or she manages the 
Member’s schedule while in the district. This includes public ap-
pearances and constituent meetings. If you would like to meet with 
the Member instead of traveling to Washington, there are several 
opportunities to do so while he or she is traveling within the district. 
Arranging this type of appointment can be considerably easier in 
the district office than in the Washington, D.C., office. 

Constituent Services Representative (Caseworkers): Constitu-
ent Services Representatives perform similar duties to Legislative 
Assistants, but in the district office. These assistants handle constit-
uent concerns, such as Social Security, education, Medicare, Med-
icaid, incarceration issues or veteran’s issues. Their work is largely 
performed by undertaking casework, which is a specific issue a staff 
member is working on for a constituent. These issues are usually 
short-term, such as finding out what happened to a constituent’s 
Social Security check. In addition, Constituent Services Represen-
tatives also assist individual constituents with personal questions 
or concerns involving government agencies and programs. For your 
purposes, communicating with a Constituent Services Representa-
tives may be helpful, but generally it is not necessary. Since these 
aides work in the district and not in Washington, D.C., they are not 
as knowledgeable about current legislation as a D.C. staffer, nor can 
they funnel your concerns to the Member in the most functional 
way. However, Constituent Services Representatives in the District 
office can be very helpful for gaining contact information for other 
staff members or answering procedural questions.

Staff Assistants: Staff Assistants in the district office serve the 
same purpose as the Washington, D.C., office. Again, they have the 
least contact with the Member, but can provide you with vital in-
formation to facilitate easier communication with the appropriate 
staff members. If you would like to merely express your opinion 
concerning a bill currently before Congress, the staff assistant will 
take down your name and contact information to later inform you 
of the Member’s position on the issue. For more in depth discussions 
about a certain issue, it is recommended that you contact the Dis-
trict Director or the appropriate Legislative Assistant in the Wash-
ington, D.C., office.

Contacting a Member of Congress
In general, there are four ways to communicate with a Member or 

his or her staff: written or faxed letters, emails, phone calls and per-
sonal meetings. The following information will guide you through 
the proper procedures to successfully get your voice heard by the 



10

appropriate person.
While there are several ways to get in touch with policy makers, as 

mentioned above, two basic requirements should be met regardless 
of the form of communication you use:

Know what the situation is. Your call or e-mail will not be effec-
tive if the action you’re asking the legislator to take isn’t possible: 
how can she vote for your bill if it was already approved by her com-
mittee a month ago? Aside from wasting an opportunity to ask for 
something doable, a lack of knowledge about what’s happening with 
a particular bill or regulation sends the signal to the legislator or 
bureaucrat that you don’t care that much.

Know what your legislator’s position is, if any. As with point 
number one, not knowing your legislator has already cosponsored 
the bill you’re asking her to cosponsor shows you’re not paying at-
tention. And if you’re not paying attention, why should your legisla-
tor? Your legislator may not have acted yet, but they may have, and if 
you’re really that concerned about the issue you should find out.

The first step in communication is determining the legislative 
district in which you reside and the Representatives and Senators 
that represent you and your region. There are several ways of ac-
complishing this task. The quickest and easiest way is to visit the 
NAADAC e-Advocacy Center (http://capwiz.com/naadac/home/), 
which allows you to:
•	 Identify	your	elected	officials,	and	get	their	contact	information,	

by simply entering your zip code.
•	 Find	background	information	on	key	legislation.	
•	 See	how	your	members	of	Congress	voted	on	key	bills	using	our	

Congressional Scorecard. 
•	 Register	to	vote.

Of course, you are always welcome to contact NAADAC’s Depart-
ment of Government Relations for this information. Using your zip 
code, we can easily identify all your legislators.

However, if you already know your congressional representatives 
by name, you can get their contact information by visiting the Sen-
ate web site at www.senate.gov, or the House web site at www.house.
gov, or by calling the Capitol Switchboard at (202) 224-3121. They 
will give you each Member’s extension that corresponds to either 
the Senate prefix of (202) 224- or the House of Representatives prefix 
of (202) 225-, respectively. By calling the office directly, you can ask 
for the mailing address and fax number for the Member. Regardless 
of how you contact the office, to receive better service it is advisable 
for you to identify yourself as a constituent early in the conversa-
tion.
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All federal and most state legislators have websites that provide 
additional information about themselves, including committee as-
signments, biographical information, position statements and con-
tact information. It is important to become familiar with your leg-
islators before initial contact is made. This will better equip you to 
address an issue in a way that might be received more favorably with 
a Member who has traditionally disagreed with your stance. This 
can be helpful for framing your comments about a particular issue 
prior to communicating with a Member of his/her staff.

After locating the contact information for your representatives, 
the next step in the advocacy process is to actually contact the in-
dividual you wish to address. You may do this by calling the Wash-
ington, D.C., office or district office and simply asking for whom you 
should be speaking. Begin by stating that you are a constituent and 
are interested in writing a letter, speaking to the appropriate person 
over the phone or scheduling an appointment about a particular is-
sue. Very briefly state what issues you are interested in and wait for 
their questions. They will either ask you for more information to 
better direct your call, answer your question right then or send your 
call to the voicemail of the appropriate staff member. 

You should not be discouraged if your needs are not met on the first 
phone call. Remember, the staffer you wish to speak with maintains a 
very busy schedule and usually does not answer direct phone calls from 
constituents. Make a note of the date, time and name of each person 
you spoke to in the office. You will have more credibility the next time 
you call if you are able to mention someone you spoke to previously. 
Also, note the name and title of the person with whom you leave a mes-
sage. This will allow you to directly ask for the appropriate person on 
your follow-up call. It might take several attempts and messages before 
your objective is complete. Regardless of the result of your calls, do not 
get discouraged. Remain calm and courteous; remember, each phone 
call is a step closer to achieving your goal of getting your voice heard. 

Congressional Correspondence
Public officials and their staffs pay careful attention to their corre-
spondence (i.e. letters, faxes, e-mail) since it forms the major body 
of public and voter sentiment on pending legislative activity. 

However, the volume of contacts they receive - especially e-mails 
- has skyrocketed over the past few years. According to a 2005 sur-
vey by the Congressional Management Foundation (CMF), entitled 
“Communicating with Congress: How Capitol Hill is Coping with the 
Surge in Citizen Advocacy,” ( found at http://www.cmfweb.org/stor-
age/cmfweb/documents/CMF_Pubs/cwc_capitolhillcoping.pdf) 
Members of Congress are attempting to respond to roughly four times as 
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many contacts as they were ten years ago, with virtually no additional staff. 
As the report states, “most of the increase in volume has resulted from citi-
zens working through some kind of organized campaign, rather than on 
their own.”

Although Congressional offices like the fact that more people are engaged 
in the policymaking process, they’re not too thrilled about the form letters 
and e-mails which make up an increasing proportion of the contacts they 
receive. More than ever, offices value direct, heart-felt personal e-mails and 
letters. As stated by one House staff member CMF talked to, “One hundred 
form letters have less direct value than a single thoughtful letter generated 
by a constituent of the Member’s district.” Advocates must respond to the 
vast quantity of e-mails and letters offices receive by increasing the quality 
of their e-mails and letters, in order to cut through the noise. 

How to Address Letters
Some tips for writing correspondence to your legislator:
(Note: These same guidelines are also applicable if you choose to 

communicate via email or fax.) 
•	 State	that	you	are	a	constituent	in	the	first	sentence.
•	 State	that	you	are	a	member	of	NAADAC	and	a	concerned	addiction	

professional in the first paragraph.
•	 State	the	purpose	for	writing	the	letter	in	the	first	paragraph,	outlin-

ing your issues for discussion and your opinion for each. 
•	 If	your	letter	is	referencing	a	specific	piece	of	legislation,	you	should	

identify it by number. This information can be found at http://thom-
as.loc.gov. 

•	 Be	as	concise	and	to	the	point	as	possible,	limiting	the	length	to	ap-
proximately one page.

•	 Be	convincing	of	your	viewpoint	and	specifically	state	how	the	public	
policy affects you and your profession. 

•	 Address	one	issue	in	each	letter,	taking	special	care	to	address	each	
issue to the appropriate person. 

•	 Include	 your	 full	 contact	 information	or	 business	 card	 in	 case	 the	
Member wishes to formally respond to your letter, or discuss an issue 
with you further. 

•	 Remember,	mail	is	processed	very	slowly	in	Washington,	D.C.,	due	to	
security concerns, so it could take several weeks for your mailed let-

United States Representatives  United States Senator 
The Honorable Jane Smith The Honorable Jane Smith
U.S. House of Representatives United States Senate
Washington, D.C. 20515 Washington, DC 20510
Dear Congresswoman Smith:  Dear Senator Smith:
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ter to reach the correct office. 
•	 Be	patient	with	this	process.	If	you	do	not	receive	a	response	to	your	

letter, follow up with a phone call to ensure that it arrived safely. This 
is also a good opportunity to arrange a phone conversation with the 
appropriate person to discuss the letter. 

•	 You	may	also	send	a	copy	(or	cc)	to	the	NAADAC	office,	so	we	can	
follow-up for you, as well. 

If you choose to email your concerns, please remember that there is 
usually one staff member who responds to each letter and to address 
your letter to the attention of the Health Legislative Assistant. 

Consult the following sample letters to each House as a guide for ex-
pressing your own ideas:

The Honorable ___________
United States Senate
Washington, DC 20510

Letter to the Senate:

Dear Senator (Last Name):

I am writing to you today as a constituent and as a concerned Ad-
diction Professional.  I am a member of NAADAC, the Association 
for Addiction Professionals and have been working in this field for 
22 years.  I know firsthand the destruction addiction can leave in its 
wake, and feel very strongly that the passage of S. 3526 will alleviate 
some of the damage for millions of victims of addiction…

Letter to the House of Representatives:

The Honorable ___________
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515

Dear Representative (Last Name):

I am writing to you today as a constituent and as a concerned Addiction 
Professional.  I am a member of NAADAC, the Association for Addiction 
Professionals and have been working in this field for 22 years.  I know 
firsthand the destruction addiction can leave in its wake, and feel very 
strongly that the passage of H.R. 3526 will alleviate some of the damage 
for millions of victims of addiction…
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Follow up, follow up, follow up!
After you send in a letter or an e-mail, or make a phone call, it’s 
highly likely that one of two things will happen:

You wait, and wait, and wait.... It is highly likely that you won’t get 
a response back for at least three to four weeks. (Some Members’ 
offices will respond via e-mail more quickly). If it’s been over four 
weeks and you haven’t seen anything, you need to do two things. 

Check on the status of the legislation you contacted them about. 
Has the bill already been voted on? Was it already reported out of 
committee? In other words, is your original request still pertinent? 

Contact the office again. If the status of the legislation has 
changed, send a second letter or e-mail thanking the legislator for 
voting the right way (or expressing disappointment that the legisla-
tor voted the wrong way), or making an updated request for action. 
If the issue is still pending and nothing’s changed, call the office and 
politely check to make sure they received your original e-mail or let-
ter, and offer to send it again if necessary. 

You get a letter back on your general topic that doesn’t address 
your specific issue. Take a deep breath, and remember that more 
than 300 million letters and e-mails are sent to members of Con-
gress each year. After you’ve done that, either call or write the office 
back and politely state that while you appreciate the response, you’d 
still like the legislator to address your particular issue (i.e., either 
take the ac tion that you requested, or explain why they won’t). 

Notice the repeated use of the verb “politely.” Don’t get frustrated; 
just respectfully make it clear that you care enough about the is-
sue to continue paying atten tion. Consistent attention to an issue is 
what gets results.

Phone Calls
Telephone calls work, too, and can be especially important when 
time is of the essence and the issue you are concerned about will 
be addressed in the next few days. When you call, you may not be 
able to speak directly with the legislator, but you can be assured that 
your message will be relayed to him or her by the staff person you 
speak with.

The same rules apply to phone calls as to other forms of commu-
nication:
•	 Be	prepared!	Know	what	you’re	going	 to	 say,	what	you	want	 the	

legislator to do, what the bill number is, what stage in the process 
it’s at and any other relevant information.

•	 As	with	letter	writing,	keep	the	message	simple	and	concise.	Your	
phone call should take no more than three to five minutes to com-
plete.
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•	 Be	sure	to	leave	your	name	and	address,	and	ask	for	a	letter	from	
your legislator in response to your call.

•	 Be	 courteous.	 Legislative	 staff	 work	 long	 hours	 for	 surprisingly	
low pay, and have many demands and pressures on their time. 
They are there to help you, but they are much more likely to do so 
if you are nice to them.

Although you will have done your homework before calling, don’t 
be afraid to ask questions. You can learn a lot talking to staff about 
the political field of play regarding your issue; for example, timelines 
for committee action.

Making Your Case to a Congressional Office
If you decide to meet personally with a Member or his/her staff, here 
are some tips to be prepared and concise during your conversation.

Dress professionally and be on time for the meeting. Bring busi-
ness cards, agency or state related materials and other materials for 
a public relations packet for each member who you are planning to 
visit. Bring notebook paper to take notes. 

Address the Member or staff member as Mr., Mrs., or Ms., which-
ever is appropriate. 

 Introduce yourself as a constituent, member of NAADAC, The As-
sociation for Addiction Professionals and a professional in the ad-
dictions field. Provide him or her with a brief description of your 
background. 

Thank the Member/staff member for meeting with you and for 
the Member’s previous support of addiction issues. 

Begin your discussion with a presentation of your concerns, sup-
ported by research. 

As you are speaking, provide one-page handouts for the staffer to 
solidify the information you are presenting, making sure to include 
references. The more information you can provide for them, the bet-
ter your argument will be and the more convincing you will sound. 
If you set up a phone meeting, fax your handouts to the staffer so 
they have something tangible from you with information regarding 
your issue. 

Remember that you are probably one of the first people educat-
ing the staffer on this issue. They probably know little about the ad-
diction profession, so be prepared for an array of questions. Try to 
brainstorm on possible questions and have prepared answers and 
data to solidify your opinions. 

It’s a good idea to confine yourself to a few cohesive topics re-
lated to the addiction profession. Otherwise, you could decrease the 
force of your argument and complicate your legislator’s efforts to 
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act upon it. 
Being brief is important. You 

will have roughly 15 minutes to 
make your case. 

Beware of the non-factual ar-
gument. Never embellish facts 
or mistruths concerning an is-
sue. The staffer will conduct 
his/her own research about the 
issue, and your credibility will 
be in imminent danger. If you do 
not know the answer, say, “I am 
not sure, but I will find out for 
you,” and then, follow through 
in a matter of days. Please see 
the following chart for a list of 
resources that can help you lo-
cate useful information for your 
meeting.

Avoid mentioning NAADAC’s 
Political Action Committee 
(PAC), or who we support as an 
organization when visiting of-
fices. Though Capitol Hill is one 
of the most political places on 
the globe, the mention of cam-
paign funding and politics by 
our members might give some 
state legislators and/or mem-
bers of Congress pause about 
your true instincts which, of 
course, are to educate and ad-
vocate. Under no circumstances 
is a quid pro quo arrangement 
(e.g. “…if you vote for this bill, 
my PAC will give you money…”) 
ever to be mentioned. It is ille-
gal to do so. 

Be educated on both your viewpoint and opposing ones. If you are 
speaking to a Member or his/her staff who has not shown support 
for addictions issues in the past, you must tailor your conversation 
and research, anticipating his or her dissent. Acknowledge his or 
her viewpoint, while gently providing thought-provoking informa-
tion for them to consider. 

Helpful websites:

www.naadac.org — The NAADAC 
Website.

http://capwiz.com/naadac/home/ — 
NAADAC e-Advocacy Center.

www.house.gov — The House of 
Representatives Website. You can enter 
your zip code + 4 to find out who your 
Representative is.

www.senate.gov — The Senate Web-
site.  You can look up your state to find 
out who your two Senators are.

www.cadca.org/ — From the Com-
munity Anti-Drug Coalition’s website 
you can enter in your zip code to find 
out who all of your federal representa-
tives are.  They also have other various 
advocacy resources available.

www.nida.nih.gov — National Institute 
on Drugs Abuse

www.niaaa.nih.gov — National Insti-
tute on Alcohol and Alcohol Abuse

www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov — 
The White House’s website on drug 
policies

www.jointogether.org — An advocacy 
website for Substance abuse and gun 
control.

www.samhsa.gov — SAMHSA’s official 
website

www.vote-smart.org — An advocacy 
website to find current information on 
major policy issues.

http://thomas.loc.gov — Resource for 
researching bills before Congress.
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Remain courteous and respectful at all points of the conversation 
and never allow yourself to raise your voice or engage in a heated 
debate.

At the end of the conversation, state that you will contact them 
in a week’s time to answer any questions he or she may have on the 
issue. Provide him or her with your business card or contact infor-
mation in case they would like to contact you in the interim. Re-
member to shake hands and thank him or her for the meeting before 
you leave.

Once your meeting is completed, it is advisable to promptly email 
or fax the staffer in order to thank them for their time. This not only 
shows good manners, but also reminds the staffer about your con-
versation. Each time you can convey your message to a staff mem-
ber, you move one step closer to influencing the Member’s opinion.

Building Rapport with Legislators
You can enhance your effectiveness as an advocate by establishing a 
relationship with a legislator - or a member of his or her staff - that 
is based on more than simply asking them to do something (or not 
do something) once or twice a year. If you get to the point where 
your name is recognized, so that when an addiction-related issue 
comes up the legislator or staffer thinks of you, you’ve accomplished 
your goal. Getting to this point does not guarantee that a legislator 
will do what you want them to do, but it means they’ll likely check 
in with you before acting on addiction-related issues.

There are several ways you can foster a relationship with legisla-
tors: 

Invite a legislator to address a meeting of your organization. Be 
flexible about the topic of the talk, suggesting general issues like 
health, or even how addiction counselors can work more effectively 
with their legislators. A legislator may not be comfortable address-
ing issues that are highly specific to the addiction counseling pro-
fession because they do not have enough information to make a 
good presentation. This is fine. Just get them there. You can educate 
them later.

Invite your legislators to visit a program that you administer or 
work in. Legislators like to learn about what’s going on in their dis-
trict. If it is appropriate and would not be disruptive or invasive of 
the privacy of other participants, invite legislators to visit and learn 
more about a program or service you provide to the community. 

If a legislator has done something noteworthy for the addiction 
counseling profession or on issues that are important to the profes-
sion, recognize what they have done by presenting an award. But 
only recognize real accomplishments and effort. Don’t present an 



18

unearned award just to try to gain access and favor. It won’t work 
and will only embarrass you and the legislator.

Attend “town meetings” and other forums sponsored by your leg-
islators. If you get the chance, introduce yourself and let him or her 
know what you do. If there is no “burning issue” you need his or 
her help with at the moment, that’s fine; just say hello, thank them 
for coming out to speak, and ask for the name of the staff member 
you should contact if you want to talk about an addiction-related 
issue in the future. You’re building a relationship so that when you 
do need help you’ll be more likely to get it. 

Volunteer to work in political campaigns. If there’s a candidate 
you support, call his or her campaign headquarters and offer to vol-
unteer. Even if you can only spare one night to help out, legislators 
appreciate any and all the help they get. They and their staff will 
remember that you helped out—and consider you a “V.I.P.” because 
of it (Working in campaigns can be a great way to network, too. You 
might find yourself stuffing envelopes one night next to a physician 
who might later give you client referrals). 

REMEMBER that political work is fine for individuals, but is 
prohibited for 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organizations. Most addiction 
counseling organizations are tax-exempt, and are thus prohibited 
from engaging in any form of political advocacy.

Keeping Track of Your Legislative Objectives
Now that you have made initial contact with your representatives, 
it is as equally important to follow the progression of the issues af-
fecting addiction professionals so you may send a follow-up letter 
referencing new developments. Many of the issues you might be 
concerned about have pieces of legislation associated with them in 
Congress. The bill could be making its way through the Committees, 
or it could have been presented in a previous year and waiting to 
gain momentum again. You can track the status of a bill by:
•	 Visiting	 NAADAC	 e-Advocacy	 Center	 (http://capwiz.com/naa-

dac/home/), which allows you to find background information on 
key legislation, or

•	 Visiting	http://thomas.loc.gov,	and	entering	the	bill	number	(e.g.,	
H.R 123, or S.123), or

•	 Calling	NAADAC’s	Department	of	Government	Relations.
•	 Your	legislator’s	office.	

If there have been any developments or revisions to the bill, con-
sider how this affects your argument. If you feel the revisions are 
not beneficial to you or would like to express your thanks to the 
Members involved, this may be a good opportunity to send a follow-
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up letter to the staff member you spoke to earlier either by phone 
or a letter. 

Maintain contact with the staff members with whom you have 
communicated. Most importantly, do not get discouraged by the 
slow progression of your issues. The legislative process is thorough 
and lengthy, but it does work. Remember, YOU are their resource 
person	–	be	consistent	in	your	communication!

Building Coalitions and Alliances
As a bill progresses, it is important to develop and maintain contact 
with other professionals who feel as passionately about addiction 
issues as you. Building coalitions and alliances are vital to educat-
ing and affecting change in legislation. Other professionals and or-
ganizations in the addictions profession could also be advocating 
for the same issues. By uniting your efforts, your message will have 
a stronger voice. The more people you have vocally supporting your 
cause, the more successful you will be. 

As always, you may contact NAADAC’s Department of Govern-
ment Relations and work from our ever-growing list of supporters 
and coalitions, as well as provide you with their contact informa-
tion. The Internet is also a good resource for finding other organiza-
tions that will support your cause. Many organizational websites, 
including NAADAC (www.naadac.org), contain position statements 
and information concerning specific issues that will inform you of 
their stance. Finally, your peers are also an excellent resource to 
gain allies on addictions issues. Some may wish to be more involved 
but are unaware of the process. Together, your voices will be louder 
and you will make a difference for all addiction professionals.

 
State and Local Advocacy
The information presented in the manual is not only applicable to 
the federal policymakers, but in large part to the state and local lev-
els, as well. Through the same process outlined above you can iden-
tify, contact and communicate with your state and local legislators 
to advocate change closer to your home. Advocacy is effective at all 
levels of government, and your focus should not be limited to the 
federal legislative branch. 

In addition, federal legislators maintain close contact with state 
officials to keep abreast of issues in their districts and home state. 
They return to their districts often, and this could be a great oppor-
tunity for you to maintain communication. For example, you might 
choose to attend a town hall meeting where a legislator is present or 
arrange a site visit to your office for a legislator. If you do arrange a 
site visit, you might want to discuss this event with your provider’s 
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public affairs person. The legislator is usually looking for media op-
portunities, and there is no question that one involving the mantra 
that “Recovery Works” will be beneficial to the professional, the pro-
vider, and to the legislator. These represent proactive opportunities 
to continue discussing your issues and keep your agenda fresh in 
the legislator’s mind. Remember, anything you can do as an Advo-
cate	in	Action	can	make	a	difference!

State Government
State governments are set up very similarly to the federal system 
with an Executive (the Governor) and a Legislature (the State 
House). Most states have both a state senate and state house of rep-
resentatives, but there are a few exceptions.

Local Government
Depending on where you live, you could have a city, town or county 
council that administers local concerns. A quick look online at your 
city’s website or a call to your local town hall will clarify which sys-
tem operates in your area. Local government also tends to follow 
the federal model with a Mayor or County Council Chair and mem-
bers of a city or county council who represent local districts.

A key point to recognize is that the staffing resources for state and 
local legislators are reduced, so there will be fewer layers of people 
to navigate and they may be more receptive if you have resources 
to offer.

If you have any additional questions regarding this manual, please 
contact NAADAC, the Association for Addiction Professionals, at 
800.548.0497 and ask to speak with the Director of Government Re-
lations. 

  
Terminology and Acronyms
In order to effectively communicate your ideas to a Member and 
his/her staff, you should be familiar with the terminology associ-
ated with Congress and the legislative process. It is important to use 
the correct terms when addressing a Member or his/her staff so that 
your concerns can be accurately expressed. The following is a list of 
terms that you might encounter while advocating for your issue:
•	 Act	 –	 Legislation	 that	 has	 been	 passed	 by	 both	 houses	 of	 Con-

gress and signed by the President/Governor. This may also occur 
if Congress votes to override a presidential/gubernatorial veto. 
An Act is official law.

•	 Amendment	–	Proposal	by	a	member	of	Congress	to	alter	the	lan-
guage or stipulation in a bill or act. 

•	 Appropriation	 –	 A	 budget	 act	 that	 authorizes	 the	 spending	 of	
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public money for a specific pur-
pose.

•	 Bill	–	A	proposed	law.	Bills	usu-
ally propose changes or addi-
tions to existing policies.

•	 Conferees	 –	Members	 of	 a	 con-
ference committee, which is 
composed of Senators and Rep-
resentatives named to work out 
differences between same-sub-
ject bills passed by both cham-
bers. 

•	 District	 –	 A	 geographical	 area	
designated for representation 
by a Representative, local city 
councilperson, or state legisla-
tor. Districts are created based 
on population. 

•	 Engrossed	 Bill	 –	 Official	 copy	
of a bill passed by the House or 
Senate. 

•	 Fiscal	Year	–	A	12	month	period	
for using federal funds, begin-
ning October 1 and ending Sep-
tember 30. 

•	 Hearing	 –	 Committee	 sessions	
allowing for witnesses and pro-
fessionals in the areas to tes-
tify on a particular issue. These 
people may include specialists, 
legislators, or spokespeople for 
groups affected by the policy or 
bill under scrutiny. The public 
and press may only attend “open 
hearings.”

•	 Joint	 Resolution	 –	 Resolutions	
adopted by both houses used to 
propose Constitutional amend-
ments, create interim commit-
tees, provide for the printing of 
legislative publications, give di-
rections to an agency or officer, 
express legislative approval of 
some kind of temporary action 

While researching your issue of inter-
est, you might come across confus-
ing acronyms.  The following is a list 
of common acronyms in the addiction 
profession:

AA – Alcoholics Anonymous

AMA – American Medical Association

ATTC – Addiction Technology Trans-
fer Center

CSAP – Center for Substance Abuse 
Prevention

CSAT – Center for Substance Abuse 
Treatment

HHS – Department of Health and Hu-
man Services

ED – Department of Education

DOT – Department of Transportation

DSM-IV – Diagnostic & Statistical 
Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth 
edition

HRSA - Health Resources and Ser-
vices Administration

IOM  - Institute of Medicine

NAADAC – The Association for Ad-
diction Professionals

NALGAP – National Association of 
Lesbian & Gay Addiction Profession-
als

NASADAD – National Association of 
State Alcohol and Drug Abuse Direc-
tors

NIAAA – National Institute on Alcohol 
Abuse and Alcoholism

NIDA – National Institute on Drug 
Abuse

NIH – National Institute of Health

ONDCP – Office of National Drug 
Control Policy

SAMHSA – Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administra-
tion
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to be taken, or to authorize expenditures out of the legislative ex-
pense appropriations.

•	 Lobby	–	A	group	seeking	to	influence	the	passage	or	defeat	of	leg-
islation. Lobbying is, in general, the same thing as advocacy.

•	 PAC	(Political	Action	Committee)	–	A	committee	formed	by	busi-
ness, labor, or special interest groups to raise money, make con-
tributions to the campaigns of political candidates they support, 
and to advocate for the issues that the founding organizations be-
lieve in.

•	 Quorum	–	The	number	of	Members	of	a	legislative	body	who	must	
be present before business may be conducted. 

•	 Resolution	–	A	formal	statement	of	a	decision	or	opinion	by	the	
House or Senate or both. 

•	 Unanimous	Consent	 –	A	 time-saving	procedure	 for	 non-contro-
versial measures whereby measures are adopted without a vote.
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